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feminine life in Athens. But it is a noticeable fact that,
from B. C. 411 onward, there is, as seen in the extant plays
of Aristophanes, a marked prominence given to the female
sex. Women, who heretofore have played but a subordi-
nate rdle in comedy, now frequently have the principal
parts. Comedy, more truly than any other department of
literature, reflects the current thought; and while the char-
acters of comedy play a r61e that is the reverse of actuality,
comic invention deals with real movements, and this inten-
tional prominence of the usually neglected sex can have
but one interpretation: the Woman Question had become
a problem which profoundly engaged the attention of the
society of the time.

It is a difficult task to attempt to trace in the comedies
of Aristophanes the thread of a social movement. He util-
ized the events and opinions of the day for fun making,
and did not greatly concern himself with the serious
aspects of social problems. He was an ultra-conservative,
and desired to bring the new thought of the day into dis-
repute by exhibiting its ludicrous side. Hence he makes
use of the woman's rights movement to give free rein
to his fancy, and to delight the public with obscene jokes
on the vices and weaknesses of women and with clever
caricatures of their leaders. Yet the attentive reader
can get glimpses here and there into the more serious
aspects of the question, and can recognize behind some
of the distorted, caricatured figures types which are not
in themselves comic.

The other two plays of Aristophanes in which women
figure prominently are the Lysistrata and the Ecclesiaqusce.
In each of these the company of women is directed by a
leader who in talents and aggressiveness is far superior to
her fellows. These two have not the many small weak-
nesses of the other dames; they have the collective interest